Tamil Writing 



Sanford B. Steever 



Historical background 

The Tamil writing system, called tamiz ezuttu 'Tamil letter', derives from the south- 
em branch of Asholcan Brahmi. Its immediate predecessor, Grantha script, serves as 
the basis for the Tamil and Malayalam writing systems. Traditionally written with a 
stylus on palm leaves, tamiz ezuttu evolved from angular to cursive characters, as an- 
gular strokes tend to rip leaves. Later, tamiz ezuttu was engraved in stone and on cop- 
per plates. While no traditional texts treat Tamil orthography, the earliest grammar, 
tolkdppiyam, contains sutras that describe operations, not on sounds, but on the 
graphs representing them. 

Printing arrivedi with Europeans, who adapted the handwritten script to movable 
type. European typography may have stimulated the linearization (see below) of 
tamiz ezuttu. 

Description 

Tamil is written alphasyllabically (section 31). Virtually unique within Indie 
scripts, tamiz ezuttu has evolved toward an alphabet in one respect: it has eliminated 
most conjuncts, placing consonant clusters in a linear string. Some conjuncts remain 
in older official documents. 

Vowel symbols (table 39.1) have two basic allographs, initials and noninitials. 
Initials represent initial vowels and "overlong" vowels (e.g. initial ® / in ©[b^ inta 
'this' and Qujg^uj periiiya 'reeeally big'). In premodern orthography, initials ap- 
pear at the beginning of metrical groups; in modem orthography, influenced by Eu- 
ropean practice, at the beginning of words. The noninitials appear elsewhere, viz. in 
combination with consonant graphs, e.g. noninitial / -^ in £\6^ kili 'parrot'. Excep- 
tions to this linearization process are the graphs n e, o e, s ai, ^ o, ^ 3, and ^sn 
au. The first three precede consonants, reversing phonemic order (e.g. Qd^ e+k, for 
phonemic ke)\ the last three are represented by "circumgraphs" around the consonant 
symbol (e.g. u p + Q-rr o = Qurr po). 

Each basic consonant graph (table 39.2) includes the "inherent" vowel a, e.g., 
(35 is pronounced ka. Consonant graphs are phonemic, not phonetic: for example, <s 
may represent [ka], [ga], or [ha], depending on distribution (see Asher 1985). (How- 
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TABLE 39.1: Vowel Graphs 



Initial 


Tranlite ration 


Value 


Diacritic (p-) 


Vizn«?/on5 


^ 


a 


[A] 


- u 




^ 


a 


[ai] 


-rr urr 


(^ «a, (fp rd, (g) «a 


® 


i 


[i] 


-n Lil 


Lc^ ;/ 


F 


1 


[ii] 


i3 


li^.?/" 


2_ 


u 


[u,m] 


- M 


(5 A:m, (51 ?w, (Lp mu, (5 tm, (tg zm, (613 /m 

^J «M, ^ tU, p «W, g;ij /W, gU TM, @U «M 


psn 


u 


[ui] 


T. y, 


ah. kU, (5 CM, © fM, CLP mu, (n, rw, (ng zu, ^ lu 

®J1 «M, ^ m, pi A2M, g^ lu, p rM, @fl ^M 


6T 


e 


[e] 


Q- Qu 




67 


e 


[ei] 


G- (Su 




S 


ai 


[Ay] 


(35)- 6G)U 


2j3M nai, 2co /«/, 26n lai, 2s5\ nai 


9 





[0] 


Q-rr Qurr 


Q(6oa) «(9, QcfT) ro, Q(g) «o 


S> 





[0:] 


S-rr Sun 


S(^ no, (S(rr) ro, G(g) wo 


6^ en 


au 


[AU] 


Q-en Qu&n 





ever, tlie graplis [5 /la and sjt «a correspond to a subplionemic difference.) To represent 
consonants without vowe] s, as in clusters, a dot - called puUi is placed over a conso- 
nant sign to suppress the inherent vowel, e.g. ^[sa^ 'this' represents inta, not inata. 
This was optional in early writing. 

The tables present Tamil vowel and consonant symbols in canonical order. Not 
all consonant+vowel combinations imphed by these two charts are present in Tamil 
phonology, e.g., no Tamil word uses Qsnsn lau. 

Adequacy in representing Tamil phonology 

Tamiz ezuttu has three layers. The first adequately represents the core phonology of 
Tamil (see Steever 1987). The second adds the five grantha letters, which include 
signs to represent consonants and clusters borrowed from Sanskrit and, felicitously, 
English, e.g. aru sa and qid ha. The third reintroduces the ancient symbol dytam 0% into 
modern orthography. When placed before ap ory, the combination represents a cor- 
responding fricative, borrowed from other languages into the periphery of Tamil pho- 
nology; thus dytam + p =: f (as in o°oi33? ficu [fiism] 'fees'), and dytam + j = z 
(o'^o^QTjfTc^Gro ziroks 'Xerox'). However, there are no symbols or combinations to rep- 
resent borrowed vowels, such as English [ae]. While tamiz ezuttu has fewer graphs 
than other Indie systems — because Tamil lacks, for example, aspirated consonants — 
it has not borrowed available graphs from cognate orthographies to represent bor- 
rowed sounds. 
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TABLE 39.2: Consonant Graphs 



Basic Form 


Transcription 




l^/we 


Sample Forms with Vowels 


<£ 


k 


[k, g, 


, X, Y, h] 


E>n kd, (5 ^M, a?x ku 


m 


n 


[q] 




ran /ia, i^ /iw, i§, nu 


ff 


c 


[tf, cfe, J, s] 


ff nr c-fl, * CM, (5 CM 


© 


n 


m 




©n fid, (€>il «/, (^ «F 


L_ 


1 


[t, 4 t] 


LIT td, \^ ti, m tl (Bl tu, S tu 


em 


n 


W 




(^ nd, ^1 nu, m)W nu, ?BM nai 


P. 


t 


[t,d, 


9] 


&)\\ td, ^ ti, $ ti, ® tu, gJl tu 


15 


n 


M 




prr «a, §1 /iM, gji «M 


U 


P 


[p,b, 


,P] 


unpa, qpM, y,pM 


m 


m 


[m] 




Lorr ma, (ip mu, Qp mu 


LU 


y 


0] 




Lurr ja, iq jm, iij, jm 


[J 


r 


[f] 




rjrr ra, ffl n, f! n, (rr, tm, % ru 


SD 


1 


[1] 




et T /fi. a^j lu, g^ /m, So) /a/ 


6U 


V 


M 




sun va, 6IJ VM, ey, vu 


W 


hlr 


W 




\^nzd,(^zu,(^zu 


en 


1 


[U 




en FT /a, (gn, lu, (sn, /m, Sen /a/ 


P 


r,R 


[r,t, 


d] 


COD f^, P fw, P rU, Q(Tp ro, Scnrj ro 


65r 


n,N 


[n] 




^ ^a, @j «M, 2fi5r nai, Q(^ no 


Grantha Letters 


s 


J 


[*] 




Sn ;a, ^ ji, ^ ju, S® /m 


OS. 


s 


[§] 




€12. rr sd, QSkl ^i, 02.' ^m, <sw^ sU 


GTU 


s 


[s] 




em rr ^a, cnfl si, av su, aru«> ^m 


Q© 


h 


m 




QIDrr hd, qjt51 /?/, Qjtp /em, osxp hu 


3^ 


ks 


[k§] 




a^n ^^a, ai^ ksi, s^ ksu, 3^ ksu 



Trends 

Tamiz ezuttu has not undergone the reforms that Malayalam script recently has (see 
section 38). Two minor changes have, however, occurred. First, government decree 
has sought to reduce the allographs for at, which has two, m- and Z-, depending on 
the consonant symbol with which it combines, e.g. &s)s> kai but 2a) lai (this latter al- 
lograph is called tumpikai 'elephant's trunk'). Official documents now use only the 
first, e.g. 8S)m kai and fi5)gD lai. Second, dytam 0% is used to fricativize a following stop, 
as discussed above. Occasional proposals to change the individual symbols to purely 
alphabetic charactersi, by using vowel-initial allographs for all vowels, with conso- 
nant +pulli for all consonants, have not been taken seriously; and they probably never 
will be, since the exiisting system represents Tamil syllables very well. 



1. Tamil: 

2. Tranliteration: 
J. Transcription: 
4. Gloss: 



Sample of Tamil 

aHrrinyici) rbrrigiiiajm urrinjl f^SJT UDasJT 

ciml namin pam nin makan 

tfittil nAttu:r\. pAtti nin niAyAn 

small.house pillar leaning your son 



1. LU rr 6am ©en S(^ sieor QS\g5\<5i\^ sisjr ldc^sot 

2. yantulano ena vinavuti en makan 
5. ja:r\(lm|Anoi enA mnAou9i en niAyAn 
4. where.is.he that you.ask my son 

/. LuneomSi ^.snedr ^ullt^ii] ^nyiSLUfiJr f^x^LO 

2. yantu ulan ayinum ariyen orum 

J. jaiiij^m u[An aijinmm Arijein oirmm 

4. where he.is that I.don't.know once 



/. 


L|6\51 G<g^ii[B^ 


Sundbluj dbsb 


^?JSU 


Sunci) 


2. 


puli cemtu 


p5kiya kal 


alai 


pola 


3- 


puli tfeirndm 


poiyiJA kAl 


AlAy 


poilA 


4' 


tiger joining 


going stone 


lair 


like 


I. 


gedrrD euuJlScnr) ggjSQ.1 






2. 


inra vayiro 


ituve 






3- 


ind^A uAJiro: 


ibviive: 






4- 


begot womb 


this 






I. 


S^rrsJTgususJr 


LonS^rr Sunrjaseiisn^ a^rrGeoi 




2. 


toniuvan 


mato porkallat 


tane 




3- 


toind'mDAn 


ma:9o: po:rka[lAt 


tame: 




4. 


appear 


indeed battlefield 


only 





'You stand against the pilkir 
of my hut and ask: 

Where is your son? 
I don't really know. 
My womb was once 
a lair 

for that tiger. 
You can see him now 
only in battlefields.' 

—Kdvarpentu, Purandnuru 86 (trans. A. K. Ramanujan 1985: 184). 



From Poems of Love and War, selected and translated by A. K. Ramanujan, copyright © 1985, Columbia Uni- 
versity Press, New York. Reprinted with permission of publisher. 
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